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BACKGROUND 
 
In 1992-1995, the author conducted a comparative study entitled Incarcerated mothers 
and children: Impact of prison environments (IMCIPE) in Australia and England 
(Farrell, 1996). It examined the impact of imprisonment on incarcerated mothers and 
their children up to eight years old, including both mothers whose children live with 
them in custody and those who are separated from their children. Methods were policy 
analyses, observations, and over 130 interviews with inmates and staff in nine custodial 
centres for women and their respective corrections systems in Queensland, New South 
Wales, Victoria and the United Kingdom. This paper deals with the Australian 
component of the study and presents selected findings and implications for policies for 
inmate mothers and their families.  
 
The study found that the inmate mother is not only seen to abrogate the socially 
constructed female ideal of a compliant, law-abiding woman, but she is also seen to 
contravene her primary maternal role as a nurturing, responsible parent. The perceived 
denial of her feminine and maternal identity is further galvanised in the male-
constructed prison environment with its pervasive philosophy of incarceration, its rigid 
rules and regulations and its male-oriented mode of containment which may run directly 
counter to the needs of these mothers and their young children.  
 
The research found that the provision of mutual family support is often severely 
obstructed by the mode of containment of inmates in sites which may be geographically 
isolated from the inmates' homes and from their families. For both the inmate mothers 
whose children reside with them in custody and for the inmate mothers who are 
separated from their children, their access to home, family and friends is via the prison 
system. Their physical movement, their telephone access and their correspondence, and 
the nature and frequency of their family visits or home leave are determined by the 
prison system.  
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At the time of the study Queensland and Victoria (but not New South Wales) made 
some provision for inmate mothers and their children to live together in custody. Since 
then, New South Wales has reviewed their policy and has opened a facility for housing 
inmate mothers and their young children at the Emu Plains Correctional Centre. The 
written policy and protocols for this provision at the Emu Plains facility have been 
finalised and the centre will accept inmates with their children by mid-1997. 
 
However, unlike the English prisons in the comparative study which each had a 
purpose-built mother and baby unit, only one Australian prison, Tarrengower (in 
Victoria) had a purpose-designed facility for mothers and children. In Queensland, the 
Queensland Corrective Services Commission allowed children to reside at either 
Brisbane Women's (a closed prison) or Helena Jones (a community release centre). 
There was no fixed upper age limit for the child who was to be accommodated with the 
mother, but the majority of children in both Queensland centres were young with many 
born in local hospitals during their mothers' sentences and others entering in the early 
months of infancy. In Victoria, there was provision for mothers to share a room with 
their child, from infancy to preschool age at either Fairlea (a highly fortified multi-
security centre) or Tarrengower (a minimum security centre). The New South Wales 
Department of Corrections prohibited children from residing at either of its two Sydney-
based prisons, Mulawa (a highly fortified medium-maximum security prison) and 
Norma Parker (a pre-release centre).  
 
The major findings of the IMCIPE study are summarised as follows:  
 
• Maintenance of family ties is seen by inmates and their families as important for the 
rehabilitation of the inmate mother and for the welfare of her children.  
• Inmate mothers maintain that they need support from 'significant others' (within 
and/or outside the prison) to cope with the roles of parent and prisoner. 
• While the mother was in custody, the maternal grandmother was usually the primary 
caregiver of her dependent children. Grandparents were the primary caregivers in 
seventy five% of cases in Queensland and in fifty% of cases in Victoria. 
• The relative geographic isolation of prisons from the inmate's home, where the 
children may be residing, precludes many families from regular and sustained visits 
(See Table 1 for geographic spread of families). 
Insert Table 1 
 
These findings point to the need for policies which: recognise the specific needs of 
inmate mothers and their families; provide for the maintenance of family ties; encourage 
support for the inmate mother from people both within and outside the prison; support 
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grandparents and those caring for the children on the outside; and facilitate  visits and 
communication between inmates and families. This article recognises, however, that the 
realisation of such policies is severely hampered by institutional life within the prison.  
 
THE NEED FOR FAMILY POLICIES  
 
The study confirms the importance of family support and of the maintenance of family 
ties for the rehabilitation of the inmate mother and for the welfare of her children. 
Earlier research conducted by the New South Wales Department of Corrective Services 
found that lower rates of recidivism were associated with the maintenance of family ties 
and the provision of emotional and material support for the inmate mother and her 
children (Dewdney, Swarris, Miner & Crossing, 1978). More recent research indicates 
that inmate mothers need support from 'significant others' (within and/or outside the 
prison) to cope with the dual roles of prisoner and mother (Easteal, 1992b; Hampton, 
1993).  
 
More often than not, the incarceration of a woman creates profound dislocation for 
herself and her family. This is further exacerbated by the fact that the vast majority of 
women inmates are the mothers of young children. Studies of female inmate populations 
in the United States (Burkhardt, 1973; Dobash, Dobash & Gutteridge, 1986), the United 
Kingdom (Catan, 1989; Carlen, 1990) and Australia (Easteal, 1992) indicate that many 
women prisoners are young and mothers of dependent children. In Australia, this profile 
of the young inmate mother was confirmed in both the Queensland Combined 
Community Agencies Report (QCCA, 1990) and the New South Wales Women's 
Action Plan (NSW Department of Corrective Services, 1993) which found that at least 
85 per cent of Queensland and New South Wales female inmates were mothers of 
dependent children.  
 
The dislocation brought on by a prison sentence is further compounded by the woman's 
pivotal role within the family. She is usually the most significant person in the lives of 
her dependent children. Kinsey (1993) argues that her identity revolves around her 
maintenance of that relationship and the disruption of that relationship by incarceration 
is perceived as her loss of the relationship and ultimately, her loss of self. Her 
incarceration means that her children may have not only lost their primary carer, but 
may have also been removed from their own home during her arrest and imprisonment.  
 
The family dislocation associated with imprisonment is acutely felt by the inmate 
mother as well as by her children and by their caregivers on the outside. An English 
study conducted by McWilliam and Richards (in press) for the UK Home Office has 
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also affirmed the importance of inmates and their families maintaining families ties in 
the face of severe dislocation. For the outside carer, be it the grandmother or another 
carer, emotional and practical support is also necessary during the imprisonment and 
post-release periods. The outside carer often faces financial strain in making prison 
visits to geographically distant prisons and maintaining telephone contact with the 
inmate. The inmate mother may also need to provide emotional support to the child's 
caregiver on the outside via family visits, telephone contact or letters. The provision of 
external support may also extend from support provided by close family and friends to 
support provided by professionals and volunteers with respect to parenting and 
educational programs which may assist the inmate mother in her parenting role and help 
the child to develop and learn. External support, therefore, has a dual focus, that is, the 
provision of practical and emotional support for the inmate mother and for her child or 
children. This support is essential for maintaining the mother-child relationship, for the 
inmate's rehabilitation and for the child's development. 
 
In Butler's (1994) study of the post-release experiences of inmate mothers in New South 
Wales, some mothers reported that their children 'bonded' with other adults, such as the 
grandmother, during the imprisonment period and that they as mothers were no longer 
familiar with their children. Butler also found that their children were angry or 
traumatised by the upheavals in their lives and that inmate mothers, had been affected 
by the prison routines and found the responsibility of child care difficult. Butler (1994: 
5) contended that 
 
The systems in place do nothing to facilitate the aim of restoration of 
families. In fact, it may be argued that the systems positively prejudice 
against this aim. From arrest through sentencing, imprisonment and post-
release, there is almost no recognition or consideration given to the fact that 
these inmate women are mothers. They are "de-maternalised" from the 
beginning of the arrest process; separated from their children, given 
inadequate visiting, and then often in very alienating conditions, distanced 
from information and decision-making about their children, and then 
expected to reclaim a role which has become foreign to them and to their 
children. It is extraordinary indeed that so many of the women reported that 
they have been able, against these odds, to rebuild satisfactory relationships 
with their children. Even more extraordinary when the majority have had to 
do so as sole parents. 
 
Similarly, the IMCIPE study found that one of the major sources of support from 
outside the prison system was the inmate's family members or close friends, those 
'significant others' with whom the inmate mother shares an ongoing relationship. Family 
support was a key issue for the child who may be in prison with the mother or outside 
with another carer, but who nevertheless needed to develop a relationship with those 
significant others on the outside who will be part of the social network when the mother 
is released. Maternal grandmothers were often the most significant others who cared for 
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the children of their inmate daughters and who helped the inmate to cope with her role 
of prisoner-mother. 
 
 Grandmothers 
The study found that while the mother was in custody, the maternal grandmother was 
usually the primary carer of her dependent children. She often took the role of outside 
carers for the children, escorts for the children to and from prison and emotional 
anchors for the inmate mother and her family. 
 
The support provided by grandmothers was borne out in the inmate and officer 
interviews across the three Australian systems (ie Queensland, New South Wales and 
Victoria). For example, 
  
She's virtually put her life on hold for the time she's had him and she's put a 
lot of work into him. She has no problems with carting him around 
everywhere. I think too she feels that obviously, because she is the 
grandmother, I am her daughter, that there is the compassion there and she 
feels his pain. I am his only parent, otherwise he's got no one.  
(Karmel, inmate mother, Tarrengower, VIC) 
 
Grandmothers are great people who look after the children and they usually 
give them more love than the mums.  
  (Julie, Prison Officer, Brisbane Women's, QLD) 
 
Within the three Australian prison systems reviewed, there was no financial assistance 
for visits and telephone calls from the outside. The only exception was the escort 
service provided by the government funded community agency 'Children of Prisoners' in 
New South Wales. This is an example of government making policies and providing 
funds, yet relying on community agencies to implement them. The provision of such 
support from the correctional authorities themselves would involve considerable 
additional physical and human resources in an already costly sector.  
 
For some women, the lack of family support was reported as a source of deep hurt and 
intense pressure.  
 
I just don't know why they don't come to see me. I reckon it's horrible not 
having visits. I don't really understand why. My father-in-law come up once 
for my son's birthday.  
  (Rani, inmate mother, Tarrengower, VIC) 
 
When a women goes to prison, the husband pisses off somewhere else and 
the children go every which way. You're lucky if a man will stand by you 
for twelve months when you're in jail. I don't think there is a woman in this 
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place that has a man who has stood by her past the twelve month mark. 
There is nothing to hold that family together. You have a fragmented family 
unit, the children go wild, everything collapses. But if the grandmother is 
there, there is a foundation. She can get by. She can give that support to 
them inside.  
  (Trixie, inmate mother, Helena Jones, QLD) 
 
The gendered support or lack thereof raised by Trixie affirmed the need for policies 
which cater for interpersonal skills for those women whose self-esteem has been doubly 
hurt by the circumstances which led them to be in prison and the ensuing sense of 
abandonment by those they thought close. The gendering of support was confirmed in 
an interview with the male governor of a Victorian prison whose professional 
experience with male and female inmates spanned two decades. He said,  
 
The females tend not to have as many visits as the males in prison...I would 
say that every woman who has a child here has not got a husband. 
 
Some inmates reported that their children's outside carers refused to tell the children 
that they were in custody. 
 
Mum won't tell him I'm in jail. She's taking care of him permanently. She 
doesn't want him to know. He thinks I'm in hospital. Mum is coming up on 
the weekend but she won't bring him up. It makes it hard. I'd really tell him 
because he's going to find out anyway.  
  (Veronica, inmate mother, Brisbane Women's, QLD) 
 
He wanted to know where I was and why I was in jail and things like that, 
but Mum had been lying to him and saying I had been in hospital. I wasn't 
willing to do that. He was happy I told him.  
  (Sherrard, inmate mother, Norma Parker, NSW) 
 
Sometimes inmates themselves would not tell their children they were in custody and, 
in other instances, their children denied their mother's incarceration. 
 
My son he tells his teachers I'm in Sydney. He can't do his homework and 
things like that. It's a country town where we come from. When I first come 
(sic) to jail, he told people I lived on a farm in Sydney.  
  (Deeb, inmate mother, Norma Parker, NSW) 
 
And yet other mothers such as Monica reported that their children felt ashamed of their 
mother's incarceration. 
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No the children are too embarrassed to come up and see their mother in 
this situation. I think that it's very hard for children...my daughter has 
taken it particularly bad.    
   (Monica, inmate mother, Brisbane Women's, QLD) 
 
In short, for the children and the families of the inmate, a sentence often brings 
financial strain, relocation of home and school, fractured relationships, stigma and 
prejudice as well as a denial of the continuity and support of their parent and family 
member.  

	
TYPES OF CONTACT 
 
Family support via family visits 
 
Each prison system in the study had some written policy documents concerning family 
visits, but the methods of implementing them were idiosyncratic. It is noteworthy here 
that the policies for family visits were largely vacuous in that there was little provision 
for outside family support by family correctional workers to provide support for the 
children and outside carers. Despite the widespread lack of such allied support, the 
existing policies and procedure for family visits will be systematically discussed here in 
terms of (a) the nature and frequency of family visits; (b) access to visits and (c) the 
impact of visits on inmates and their children; (d) telephone calls and (e) community 
support. 
 
(a) Nature and frequency of family visits 
 
Across all three systems, there was some recognition of the need for inmate mothers 
and their families to maintain relationships with their families. The visits policy of 
Victorian Office of Corrections, for example, stated that it will 'through the provision 
of visiting programs, provide prisoner mothers with the opportunity to have contact 
with their children in order to maintain and strengthen their relationships' (1991: 48). 
Butler (1994), writing about New South Wales, advocated regular and frequent 
children's visiting days to maintain family relationships. Moreover, each prison 
governor or manager who was interviewed expressed a commitment to family and 
children's visits, as seen in interviews and/or informal discussions. This was illustrated 
in the comments of one Victorian inmate mother, 
 
The governor here never knocks you back on children's visits. They are 
great as far as kids go. Like every other woman I really miss my kids and we 
all love to have them.  
 
Each Australian system made some provision for either regular contact visits, full-day 
family visits or holiday visits (usually in school holidays). The types, frequency and 
duration of family visits are tabulated by prison in Table 2 and the three major types of 
family visits were contact visits, full day visits and holiday visits. 
 
Contact visits 
Each prison offered contact family visits which were usually conducted in a designated 
visits centre, except for the Queensland centres which offered garden visits under 
certain conditions. The visits rooms were almost uniformly bland, with visitors and 
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inmates sitting on opposite sides of carefully arranged tables under the watchful eye of 
custodial staff.  
 
(i) Security 
Once the child or other family members got to the prison for the visit, they inevitably 
experienced first-hand institutional factors such as security rules and regulations. This is 
part of the process of what Smart (1992) refers to as the regulation of womanhood 
within prisons that have been made by men for men. Heidensohn (1985) argues that 
women's prisons have been developed from a model originally designed for men, and 
Genders and Player (1987) argue that this practice creates a 'lack of fit'. This lack of fit 
was evident in the nature of custodial supervision and in the security demands of the 
prison which, by nature, negated the human needs of inmate mothers and their families. 
 
Visits were usually conducted in the visits area and were overseen by officers. The time 
and place of visits were determined by the centre's regulations and apparently reflected 
security concerns at the particular prison. Inmates were usually required to remain 
seated and, in the case of one New South Wales prison, a visit might be terminated if the 
prisoner or visitor had to leave the room (even to go to the toilet). While it may be 
acknowledged that there was a need for security regulations, given the increase in drug-
related offences for which women as well as men are now in prison, some inmates 
quoted examples which the researcher found convincing, where security was used 
excessively to limit what was otherwise perfectly reasonable behaviour, such as a child 
going to the toilet. Security concerns could also create logistical problems and 
sometimes lengthy delays outside the prison precincts for the child's carers or escorts. 
Such restrictions on the duration, time and nature of visits may cut across children's 
school or recreational routines or the availability of carers to bring children to the visits.  
 
In all three systems, visitors could engage in limited physical contact, but for security 
reasons associated with possible drug trafficking, this was heavily scrutinised.  The 
concern for security also influenced negatively the level of physical contact permitted 
between inmate and visitor, 
 
We don't really tolerate them sitting on each other's laps. It's up to the 
discretion of the visits officer, because you've got to feel comfortable 
yourself because you're doing the supervising. You've got to feel 
comfortable that nothing is being passed. It seems that you're denying them 
the physical contact and all that, but you've got to watch the hands and 
mouths, you know, you must have.  
  (Tania, officer, Brisbane Women's, QLD) 
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Here they don't do an internal, but they can. It's usually drop your knickers, 
pull up your shirt and pull your bra out. They check behind your hair and 
ears and check your mouth.  
  (Cheryl, inmate mother, Helena Jones, QLD) 
 
Occasionally we'll ask the children to be searched. I've only done it twice in 
six years. It's traumatic and I hate doing it. We've got written guidelines for 
doing that. We never take the whole clothing off. It's just like changing a 
nappy.  
  (Senior prison administrator, VIC) 
 
Visitors can be searched before a visit, usually adults. They look in their 
cuffs and socks. And we get searched before and after a visit. But I'm not 
into drugs. They strip search but I've never heard of anyone getting an 
internal. It's a lot better here than Mulawa. You've got more trust here.  
   (Deeb, inmate mother, Norma Parker, NSW) 
 
Such evidence concerning the security demands within the prison, despite the goodwill 
and reasonable behaviour of some prison personnel, supports the notion that 
institutional demands hamper the provision of support to inmate mothers and their 
young children. 
 
Given the highly intensive role of custodial staff as visits supervisors and their onerous 
responsibility for maintaining security, researchers such as Butler (1994: 6) have 
strongly argued that there should be specialised training for custodial officers to enable 
them to encourage the mother-child relationship, especially in the context of family 
visits. However, there was no evidence of any such training in any of the prisons within 
the study. 
 
(ii) Play equipment 
The play equipment for visiting children was almost uniformly poor with little 
provision for the short attention spans and changing interests of young children. Most 
prisons offered limited tangible resources for young children visiting their mothers, for 
example, a pile of soiled cloth toys, broken crayons, crumpled paper and dishevelled 
piles of old books.  
 
What's the visiting area got for kids to play with? I mean family visiting is 
not just sitting there and talking, or having a cup of coffee and smoking. The 
visiting time is interaction with your children. They want you to partake 
with them in playtime.  
  (Trixie, inmate mother, Helena Jones, QLD) 
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This was in sharp contrast to the recommendations of Butler (1994: 6) that if 
imprisonment were the only option, then visits should be child-focussed and flexible 
and include the provision of play equipment that can be used by both mother and child. 
 
(iii) Physical conditions 
The physical conditions and crowding in the regular visits areas were also problems 
common to each system in the study. For example, 
 
It's just tables and chairs with a few toys. When you've got eight people in 
there you can hardly hear yourself think, and then there's kids screaming and 
playing. It's very noisy...but the garden area, they can walk around and the 
kids can play on the grass.  
  (Samantha, officer, Brisbane Women's, QLD) 
 
The children aren't supposed to play. A young child wants to get up and 
play.  
  (Suzette, inmate mother, Norma Parker, NSW) 
 
On normal visits, you can't move with them, you can't eat nothing or drink 
nothing. The mother should be able to move around with them. You can 
hold 'em and stuff, but you can't sit down and play with them..  
(Rebecca, inmate mother, Mulawa, NSW) 
 
When my two year old comes, it's very hard to tell her to sit down. They say 
the kids have to sit there. It's very hard for us girls that got kids. I had a visit 
last weekend and I got into trouble because my son runs around. He's only 
two and he's in the dirty twos. We got books but we haven't hardly got any 
toys.  
  (Christie, inmate mother, Norma Parker, NSW) 
 
There appeared to be an underlying view within the prison that family visits were a 
privilege rather than a right. This was reflected in the comments of a custodial officer in 
Victoria who said, 'Because they have to maintain that good conduct to have their kids 
in, it gives them something to work for'. This confirmed the view that staff do not see 
visits as a visitor's right and they can be cancelled without warning, for example, if 
there is a 'lock down' due to industrial action or a meeting. So while staff may have 
espoused views about the importance of family support, the imperatives of the 
institution often overrode the needs of the child and family. 
 
Furthermore, prisons took no responsibility for notifying visitors of changes to the visits 
programs and visits with children could be cancelled and the children notified only after 
they had arrived at the prison. This unpredictability was reported in an interview with 
Myra in a Victorian prison, 
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My teenage daughter was coming for barbecue visit. It was only the second 
time she had it and I had the governor's permission for her to come along. 
But I hadn't specifically asked again about it. She came in on her own, in the 
gate, put her things in the locker, signed the books and all the rest of it. 
Then they wouldn't let her come any further. They said no. Even though she 
had been previously and had the governor's permission, they said she was 
lying. She was so worried that I wouldn't know what was going on. So she 
went to the side gate to see me but they told her to get away from the gate. 
They told her that she had been in all day the day before and that she should 
have said anything she wanted to the day before.  
 
However, Myra clarified this incident by further explaining, 
 
But this is unusual. That was two particularly objectionable officers. And I 
suppose I should give the other side of the picture. One day she was here 
with me and she had quite a severe nose bleed. They allowed her to stay 
well over her statutory time until she stemmed the flow of blood. 
 
Here again there was evidence of much-appreciated individual goodwill without any 
evidence of any widespread understanding of the needs of the inmate mother and her 
child.  
 
Full day visits 
The majority of prisons made some provision for full-day family visits (See Table 2). 
Most of these visits were conducted in the visiting area or in an outside area, and were 
usually set up with a barbecue and some basic play equipment. At one Victorian prison 
all-day family visits allowed the inmate mother to have her child in her cottage, where 
they could play games and cook together. This allowed the mother and child privacy to 
cultivate their relationship and opportunities for mutually enjoyable play experiences.  
 
Insert Table 2  
 
Rhana, a Victorian inmate mother who was serving a long sentence reported that the 
full-day visits were very valuable for her and her children,  
 
I thought my eldest son wouldn't want to be coming after a certain age 
because when I was young I remember my brother being in custody. I was 
about 14. I didn't want to visit him because I had better things to do. But my 
kids love coming in here. Apart from football season, I have my kids in here 
every week, every Saturday. And then we have a barbecue every third 
Sunday.  
 
Holiday visits 

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The two low security institutions, Tarrengower (VIC) and Helena Jones (QLD) were the 
only two centres in the study to provide residential visits programs allowing children to 
reside with their incarcerated mothers for limited periods, usually in school holidays. 
Tarrengower had a "bunkhouse" where children and their outside carer could spend 
several days with the mother in a separate comfortable facility. The bunkhouse adjoined 
a children's farm where children visitors could play with farm animals. This provided 
mothers and their children with opportunities to share interesting and educational 
activities. At Helena Jones older children could reside in their mothers' rooms and 
accompany their mothers on outings and other social events, as negotiated with the 
Manager. In both centres, inmates paid a nominal fee per person plus the cost of the 
food for their children's holiday visits.  
 
Inter-prison visits  
Some children in the study had both mother and father serving sentences in different 
prisons. Each system which had children residing with their mothers in custody, had 
some provisions for inter-prison visits for children to visit their father in another prison 
(ie in Queensland and Victoria). The frequency of inter-prison visits was monthly visits 
in Queensland and Victoria. In the course of the study, three children from different 
families who resided in a Queensland prison were taken on monthly visits by their 
respective grandmothers to see their fathers in the local men's prison. There was also a 
case of a death in custody of a father whose child resided in prison with his mother. The 
value of the inter-prison visits was raised in inmate and officer interviews, 
 
Her dad took off when I got arrested and he was on the run for two months, 
so she missed out on seeing him. She actually got to see her Dad for the first 
time in the other prison. She was a bit hesitant at first but it didn't take long. 
The second time she went to him much more readily. So I think we'll have 
to do something on a regular basis so that they spent time together on the 
visits.   
  (Jane, inmate mother, Brisbane Women's, QLD) 
 
The inter-prison visits provide that little bit more family unity.   
(Samantha, officer, Brisbane Women's, QLD) 
 
(b) Access to family visits 
For many inmate mothers, visits were their lifeline to their children and these visits were 
contingent on a number of factors, such as the practical assistance of another adult, the 
agreement of the child's carer or a family law access agreement, available transport as 
well as finances for transport and/or accommodation. 
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For many families, it was the initial access to a visit that was difficult. In Queensland 
and New South Wales, children under the age of eighteen must be accompanied by an 
adult, even if it is to visit their custodial parent. This means that the child must have 
access to a sympathetic and supportive adult who will escort them on visits. The study 
found that it was difficult for many children of prisoners who were in alternate or 
substitute care. Whatever their situation, visits were time-consuming and costly. Even if 
a child remained with a family member, there was no guarantee that the child's carer 
would maintain contact with the imprisoned parent. As mentioned earlier, 'Children of 
Prisoners' was the only body that sought to meet these needs in any systematic way.  
 
Geographic isolation 
There was ample evidence to suggest that many women were relatively geographically 
isolated from their families (See Table 1 for the geographic spread of inmates homes 
from the prisons). The relative geographical isolation of the various prisons from the 
inmates' homes or homes where their children may be residing precludes many families 
from regular and sustained visits. This was particularly evident at Tarrengower which is 
located 136 kilometres north west of Melbourne. Commuters on public transport face 
considerable difficulty given the two hour train trip from Melbourne to Castlemaine, a 
bus service from Castlemaine to Maldon (week days only) followed by a taxi service to 
Tarrengower. If visitors wish to stay overnight, there is a caravan park and hotel 
accommodation in Maldon. At the time of the research, these difficulties were 
compounded by the fact that 61% of Tarrengower's inmates live in the metropolitan 
area.  
 
Thus, physical access can be hampered by poor access to appropriate transport. While 
each prison in the study was accessible by some form of public transport, very few of 
them were within close walking distance of a train station or bus stop. The high cost of 
public transport and car travel was prohibitive for many families of inmates. Here again, 
'Children of Prisoners' sought to alleviate some of these problems associated with 
geographic isolation by their child escort service in particular and the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander (ATSI) escort service in Queensland was beginning to redress 
some of those problems for its families. 
 
The difficulties which families faced in actually getting to and from the prison were 
clearly evident in the research. For example, 
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The problem that I've got is distance. My kids take two and a half hours to 
get here on the weekend. But I worry about the car because I've got another 
7 years.   
  (Rhana, inmate mother, Fairlea, VIC) 
 
This year my brother's been driving Mum down, but because the car takes a 
lot of petrol, they haven't been coming as much. It takes a lot of money by 
public transport with the kids as well. It was costing her about $50 a 
weekend to come down with the kids.       
(Suzette, inmate mother, Norma Parker, NSW)) 
 
Travelling to visits that far is very tiring for her. To get here by nine in the 
morning she's got to get the train at six which means getting up at four. 
That's hard on an eleven year old and it's freezing.  
   (Myra, inmate mother, Fairlea, VIC) 
 
None of the three Australian systems had subsidised concession fares for the families of 
inmates to visit. The only exception was the travel concession to be provided by the 
ATSI service and, at the time of data collection, the service was still drafting its 
operational strategies. However, it appeared to be a most humane attempt to respond to 
the family needs of ATSI inmates and their children.  
 
The fewer number of female prisons relative to male prisons in Australia exacerbated 
the access problem and raises the issues of gender equity, involving a more equitable 
geographic spread of female prisons for the sake of proximity to prisoners' homes. 
 
(c) Impact of family visits on inmates and their families 
While it is acknowledged by the prison systems that children have rights to visit their 
mothers in prison and mothers have rights to family visits, the complexity of visits for 
children and mothers is sometimes overlooked. Family visits can indeed be bewildering 
events for the adult as well as for children given the emotional and physical strains 
enforced by incarceration. For imprisoned mothers their inability to play a continuous 
role in their children's lives is a deeply felt consequence of their loss of liberty. The 
research found that the emotional intensity associated with separation from children and 
family was further accentuated by the heavily supervised atmosphere in the visits area.  
 
On the first week, my kids were unbelievable. I was here for a boxtable visit 
for two hours and they did not stop crying, which was uncomfortable for me 
because I started crying, in the visits room full of people. You can't say what 
you want or do what you want. The hardest thing is the end of the day when 
they've got to go home. They quieten down and don't want to go.  
   (Rana, inmate mother, Fairlea, VIC) 
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When he come down here, he was very emotional, really happy at first, then 
a bit sad. He was pretending to cry and I said, darling come to mummy and 
let me love you. And he said, mum you've hurt my feelings. And I thought 
to myself, I have hurt his feelings. I'm not there. I'm missing out and he's 
missing out on me. I felt really bad. I just felt as if I wasn't a good mum for 
being here.  
   (Cheryl, inmate mother, QLD) 
 
I think the day visits are a brilliant idea. But it's hard seeing the children 
leave. My daughter just clings to me and doesn't want to leave me. It's hard, 
very hard, for them to leave.  
   (Bella, inmate mother, QLD) 
 
It's hard when they come to visit. Right up to Thursday you're just starting to 
get over it and they're back again. A lot of women can't cope with that. 
You're up and down seeing them go and that. You get very upset when they 
go. And those little stories, those things bottle up inside them. They hold a 
lot of anger towards the mother too because they've take her away. They 
know we've broken the law and in a way they're being punished because of 
what the mother has done.  
   (Suzette, inmate mother, Norma Parker, NSW) 
 
A number of officers also commented on the emotional intensity of visits for inmate 
mothers and their children.  
 
I've seen little children of 8 or 10 months come in visiting their mother and 
they recognised their mothers, even so young and their face glows, they are 
smiling and when they have to go back they are devastated and they cry. 
And my hearts goes with them.  
   (Senior Officer, NSW) 
 
The women are happy to see their children. There is a different atmosphere 
when they're in, it lifts their spirits. But it is also distressing when they 
leave, on both sides, the kids and the mums.  
   (Lola, Officer, VIC) 
 
The emotional intensity of family visits was also reported by other prison staff. For 
example,  
 
I hate visits because they increase the tension. And they're counting on 
seeing their kids and sometimes it just can't be organised. So they've got to 
wait. You see a lot of expectations dashed. Especially with children in care. 
When they miss, she is devastated.  
   (Prison Psychologist, NSW) 
 
Other inmates were concerned that their older children had time for their own interests 
and not be forced into attending prison visits. 
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I don't like visits. They have their own lives and things to get on with and 
I'm responsible for getting myself here.  
  (Serina, inmate mother, Fairlea, VIC) 
 
If they come down on weekends to visit their mother, they get back to 
school. Well what did you do on the weekend? I spent the weekend in the 
jail seeing mum, instead of going out with friends, roller skating and that. 
So they're missing out on a lot too. That's why I said to mum, I don't want to 
see them every weekend. I want them to grow up and do things instead of 
them having to come and visit me.  
  (Catrina, inmate mother, Fairlea, VIC) 
 
Thus, despite the imposition of security restrictions within the prison, family visits 
along with telephone calls and letters were found to be valuable provisions for 
maintaining family relationships. 
 
(d) Telephone calls 
 
Like family visits, inmate mothers in each of the prison systems were entitled to 
telephone calls to their children. There was, however, no uniformity in this provision. 
Only Brisbane Women's and Mulawa allowed free phone calls by inmate mothers and 
they permitted four and two free calls per week in those respective prisons. Helena 
Jones was the only establishment to allow incoming calls to inmates and Fairlea and 
Tarrengower were the only prisons to allow reverse charges calls for inmates. 
 
While the women are allowed to make phone calls to their families, the scheduling of 
calls was problematic. Access to telephone calls depended on the facilities in the 
particular prison, that is, whether there was a telephone in each block or unit. If there 
was no telephone on the block, inmates needed to queue for calls. This was particularly 
pertinent at Fairlea. 
 
At the moment we've got something like a hundred girls in here and we've 
got three phones between us. Cause you've got the ones that constantly want 
to be on the phone for an hour to their boyfriends. And we've roughly only 
got 3 hours a day to make the calls unless you want to get them out of bed at 
6 in the morning.  
  (Rhana, inmate mother, Tarrengower, VIC) 
 
Another access problem was evident at Norma Parker where the phoning times were 
limited to early morning and mid-afternoon. This was difficult for those women engaged 
in work outside the prison during those allocated periods.  
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Access was also influenced by that fact that because some of the inmate mothers had 
children in multiple caregiving settings (eg with grandparents, foster homes or other 
close family members), the permitted number of calls were not adequate to maintain 
regular contact with each child. Two mothers from Victoria and New South Wales 
respectively, reported 
 
I've got my second eldest daughter and my son with two different foster 
people. And they've got my other children with their father. And then I've 
got my daughter with another foster parent. Well I've got to rotate to talk to 
my children. I speak with one, one week. And then I speak to the babies all 
throughout that week. And then I switch over and talk to the other one. So 
that's not really, as far as I can see, it's not good enough.    
 (Robina, inmate mother, Tarrengower, VIC) 
 
I've got two children living in two separate addresses and you are juggling. 
If you don't ring the six year old, he gets dirty, it's just so hard. 
   (Betina, inmate mother, Mulawa, NSW) 
 
Butler's (1994: 29) study found that the timing of phone calls proved problematic for 
mothers talking to distressed children. In the study, the allocated phoning periods were 
not necessarily flexible enough to meet the demands of the family outside. Like family 
visits, phone calls were seen by prison staff as a reward rather than a right. According to 
a senior officer at Mulawa, for example, inmates could even make extra phone calls to 
their children "if their behaviour is acceptable". Policies for more flexible phoning times 
and conditions may help to reduce some of the strain on children and their outside 
carers. For many inmates, especially those who were geographically isolated from their 
families, telephone calls were the major means of maintaining family contact. Prisons 
such as Norma Parker which offered phone cards at least provided inmate mothers with 
opportunities to take initiative in phoning their children. 
 
We just got given a phone card which we had to pay for. It takes all my 
wages here and it's making it really hard. Here with the phone card system, 
because it's STD, I had a four minute phone call last night and that was $3 
whereas the girls ringing locally can make it last much longer.  
  (Deeb, inmate mother, Norma Parker, NSW) 
 
Victorian inmates could ring home reverse charges, but this was hampered by economic 
constraints on carers. There were also those cases where the carer had no telephone as in 
the case of Libby (Fairlea) who commented, "Unfortunately I can't ring my two little 
ones. They are with my mum and dad and they haven't got the phone on." 
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While many inmate mothers reported that they needed longer time to talk on the phone 
to their children, it was also acknowledged that telephone communication was 
problematic for young children who may be unaccustomed to telephone protocol or 
bewildered by the experience. Inmates across the four systems expressed reservations 
about telephone calls because of the upsetting effect it had on their children. For 
example, 
 
I spoke to my daughter on the phone. She's just four and she got very upset 
that I wasn't coming home. It took them a couple of hour to calm her down. 
  (Tina, inmate mother, Brisbane Women's, QLD) 
 
She's gone through a bad time over the last month or so with her teeth. Had 
lots of problems with her teeth. You know, I talk to her on the phone but it's 
very difficult over the phone. I can't console her. That's where I feel really 
bad. I can't help her.  
(Kandice, inmate mother, Tarrengower, VIC) 
 
Telephone communication was also seen by some mothers as very unsettling for 
themselves. 
 
My main reason for not trying to ring them all the time is that when things 
are happening in here and you don't really want to talk about them. It gets 
you too upset. It's best just not to ring them. It's a lot safer in the long run, 
for both you and your family because they're not here and they can't see it. 
  (Loyola, inmate mother, Brisbane Women's, QLD) 
 
When I ring he talks to me but I get depressed after those phone calls. It's 
very hard being away from him. But it's only four months this time. 
  (Veronica, inmate mother, Brisbane Women's, QLD) 
 
Some inmate mothers did not have anyone to phone. For example, 
 
The women start slashing up because they can't cope. They think they've got 
no one to call on the outside.  
  (Caitlin, inmate mother, Mulawa, NSW) 
 
Like visits, telephone calls were monitored by prison staff, allegedly for security 
reasons. 
 
They listen to every word you say. And whoever else in the office. Like 
some officers will clip it off if there's other girls in the office. But others 
won't. They'll just let every word be heard. It's just really stupid. For 
someone that's been say ten years. they're still having their phone calls 
monitored. You just hold back with them about things you'd want to say 
because the other person is listening.  
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  (Loni, inmate mother, Brisbane Women's, QLD) 
 
However, centres such as Helena Jones were committed to liberally providing telephone 
access for inmate mothers and their families. 
 
This evidence on telephone calls points to the importance of this means of 
communication between inmates and their families. If the prison authorities are serious 
about their policies for maintaining family support, then prison authorities should 
provide adequate numbers of telephones and flexible phoning times which recognise 
the needs and daily routines of families on the outside. 
 
(e) Community support 
Another source of external support for the inmate mother and her children found was 
that of voluntary community and church groups, such as Prison Fellowship and the 
Salvation Army. These agencies provide counselling to inmates and their families in 
each Australian prison system via their chaplaincy services and sporadically offer home 
visits to their families. These organisations, however, were severely hampered by 
limited numbers of volunteers and lack of resources.  
 
It is significant to note here that the only government funded family support agency in 
Australia was 'Children of Prisoners', offering practical support to the inmates and their 
families exclusively in New South Wales. It is ironic that this organisation has emerged 
in a state where, at the time of the fieldwork, there was no provision for mothers and 
children to reside together in custody. They provide an escort service for taking 
children to visit their prisoner parents, casework involving home visits and counselling 
with families, pre-and post-release service assisting with child placement prior to 
imprisonment and family restoration on release. They also convene mutual support 
groups to reduce the social isolation for children and carers and to exchange 
information and support as well as community education and a bi-monthly newsletter. 
They operate a weekend drop-in childcare centre in the prison complex, so that partners 
and close family or friends can visit the female inmate without the children. This child-
free visit is a crucial source of family support which allows the carer and the 
imprisoned mother time to discuss matters regarding the child's care. Similarly, there 
are facilities for families to drop in for information, coffee and a chat in a relaxed 
environment.  
 
Despite the harsh reality of the situations inmates and their families face, Children of 
Prisoners (1992: 2) argued that "There are significant factors that can minimise the 
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impact of imprisonment of the parent for a child. These are essentially physical or 
material considerations with the ultimate aim of maximising the continuity of the 
relationship between parent and child, and suitable care for the child". 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
This study has provided compelling evidence of the dislocation of incarceration for the 
inmate young mother and her family. Corrections need policies which acknowledge this 
dislocation and support her in the process of rehabilitation and reintegration into 
society. While correctional personnel may espouse views about the importance of 
family support, their policies or practices do not uniformly reflect this understanding. 
The provision of support is often dependent on the goodwill of particular staff members 
and on community agencies rather than a result of clearly defined systemic prison 
policies and practices. To ameliorate the effects of this policy weakness, there needs to 
be in-house cyclical monitoring of the policy-making process. As part of this process, 
correctional policy-makers and staff need to recognise that family visits as support 
mechanisms are not only a prisoner's right, but are also basic needs for the inmate's 
children and family.  
 
In the first place, a policy for the support of outside carers of the inmate's children also 
needs to be developed. This could be achieved through the employment of correctional 
family workers who are familiar with the prison culture and skilful in visiting the 
outside family and providing informational and practical support to them.  
 
Secondly, there also needs to be financial assistance to aid children and families of 
inmates to make prison visits and to maintain telephone contact. This would not 
necessarily be a prisoner allowance, thereby rewarding the inmate for crime, but an 
allowance to the carer for maintaining family support. 
 
Thirdly, where children do visit their inmate mothers, there needs to be appropriate 
facilities and resources for meaningful emotional and physical interaction, whilst still 
maintaining the security procedures necessary to limit the illegal trafficking of drugs. 
 
And fourthly, there needs to be specialised training of custodial staff who supervise 
family visits and monitor interactions between inmate mothers and children where they 
reside together in custody.  
 
Such strategies affirm the human dignity of the inmate mother as a woman and as a 
parent. If such strategies are seen as inappropriate and/or unaffordable for such a small 


clientele as the Australian female prison population, then the logical implication is that 
mothers and babies should not be assigned to prisons in conditions which are 
inadequately resourced. 
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Table 1: Geographic spread of families IMCIPE inmates by percentage according 
to the distance (by hours) on public transport  
  
 
System > 1 hour 1-2 hours 2-8 hours Interstate Overseas 
  
QLD 10 25 40 15 10 
NSW 60 7 25 8 0 
VIC 55 24 14 7 0 
      
  
Source: IMCIPE Questionnaire and Interviews, 1994   
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Table 2: Types, frequency and duration of family visits (by prison) 
 
Prison Contact visits 
(hours per week) 
Full-day visits Holiday visits 
  
Brisbane Women's (QLD) 2 quarterly 0 
Helena Jones (QLD) 15 weekly 1 per school holiday 
Mulawa (NSW) 1-2 monthly 0 
Norma Parker (NSW) 3 weekly 0 
Fairlea (VIC) 3 fortnightly 0 
Tarrengower (VIC) 6 fortnightly 1 per school holiday 
  
Source: IMCIPE Questionnaire and Interviews, 1994 
 
 
 
